What Happened in Birmingham
In an official delegation to Israel and the occupied territories asked, "Who will speak from behind the wall?" One elder said, "Divestment at least has caught the world's attention, and that's why I am for it." James Woolsey, a former CIA Director associated with the neo-conservative movement, told delegates that the resolution put the church "clearly on the side of theocratic, totalitarian, anti-Semitic, genocidal beliefs, and nothing less." There were a host of interest groups and booths. Among those present were the Israeli Coalition Against House Demolitions, Anti-Divestment Committee, Human Rights Watch, and the American Jewish Committee. Twelve major Jewish organizations (discussed below) wrote a four-page, single-spaced letter to all commissioners and advisors outlining their concerns and asking that the denomination "permanently remove this obstacle to peace." Commissioners received large amounts of literature and email information before arrival. Those driving in from the airport were greeted by a large billboard proclaiming "Divestment is NOT the Path to Peace."
An 11-person subgroup of the Peacemaking Committee drafted a resolution, approved by the committee by a 53-6-3 vote. 5 The writing committee decided to pull portions of those various overtures together into a common resolution to present to the full assembly. They felt they had achieved a "delicate balance" in their wording and asked that amendments be voted down. But not all commissioners were satisfied. Some were concerned that the resolution made no reference to the condition of the Palestinians. Others were offended by a reference to alleged "flaws in our process" in the 2004 vote. The concerned commissioners said the earlier vote had been quite in order. It had originated in a church session, gone through a Presbytery deliberation process, and was given the same amount of time for thought and consideration at the General Assembly as every other overture. They felt the phrase "dishonored" the careful work of the previous General Assembly. A third issue was the strong sense of pain and grievance among those who had supported the engagement process in 2004. They felt they had been ill treated by their Jewish critics. Their motives had been questioned and their character had been impugned in a most egregious way. They had been called AntiSemites, supporters of terrorism, supporters of murder, enemies of Israel, and even supporters of potential genocide through the destruction of the Jewish state of Israel.
They had heard no words of regret from the Jewish side for these excesses, which at times seemed to them to border on hate speech. They felt they had acted on behalf of their faith and out of positive motives. Now they wanted their concerns about how they were treated to be put on record. They were willing to use wording that would reach out to the Jewish community, but wanted also to affirm their own integrity. They were willing to support modifications in the 2004 wording in the interests of comity but did not want it to appear that "we had been bullied into completely backing down from our previous stand." In the end, the wording left some feeling slighted, assaulted, and betrayed. This is a festering wound that has not been addressed. or emphasize what they wanted to see or emphasize. This is the actual resolution:
6 Newspaper coverage mostly saw a defeat for divestment. Some headlines illustrate the pattern: "AntiIsraeli Divestment Collapses" (American Spectator); "Assembly Retreats from Israel Divestment" (Birmingham News); "Presbyterian Policy Reversal" (Chicago Daily Herald); "Presbyterians Cancel Divestment from Israel" (Jerusalem Post); "Presbyterians Reverse Stance on Israeli Divestment" (Boston Globe); and "Presbyterian Parley Poised to Drop Divestment Push" (The Forward). An article in The Presbyterian Outlook illustrated how difficult it was to describe what had happened. The moderator of the Peacemaking Committee said they had created a near-unanimous report, a carefully crafted "consensus," a word that implies a shared agreement. Another person said it was a fragile, careful compromise, defining compromise to mean that "nobody got exactly what they wanted." A third person said it was a "fragile document, which reflected a consensus" but which could be dismantled by amendments. Clearly there was strong disagreement. Source: Leslie Scanlon, "Assembly approves new divestment statement, softens language." The Presbyterian Outlook, July 10, 2006, pp. 5-6.
The Resolution
"After careful consideration of overtures presented, we offer the following: "1. We acknowledge that the actions of the 216 th General Assembly (2004) caused hurt and misunderstanding among many members of the Jewish community and within our Presbyterian community. We are grieved by the pain that this has caused, accept responsibility for the flaws in our process, and ask for a new season of mutual understanding and dialogue. To these ends, we replace the instructions expressed in Item 12-10 (Minutes, 2004 Part I, pp. 64-66) Recommendation 7, which reads "7. Refers to Mission Responsibility Through Investment Committee (MRTI) with instructions to initiate a process of phased selective divestment in multinational corporations operating in Israel, in accordance to General Assembly policy on social investing, and to make appropriate recommendations to the General Assembly Council for action." With the following: "7. To urge that financial investment of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), as they pertain to Israel, Gaza, East Jerusalem, and the West Bank, be invested in only peaceful pursuits, and affirm that the customary corporate engagement process of the Committee on Mission Responsibility Through Investments of our denomination is the proper vehicle for achieving this goal." 2: MRTI was instructed to "ensure that its strategies for engaging corporations with regard to Israeli and the Palestinian territories" a. Reflect the application of fundamental principles of justice and peace common to Christianity, Islam, and Judaism that are appropriate to the practical realities of Israeli and Palestinian societies. b. Reflect commitment to positive outcomes. c. Reflect awareness of potential impact upon the stability, future viability, and prosperity of both the Israeli and Palestinian economies. d. Identify affirmative investment opportunities as they pertain to Israel, Gaza, East Jerusalem, and the West Bank. "3. We call upon the church: a. To work through peaceful means with American and Israeli Jewish, American and Palestinian Muslim, and Palestinian Christian communities and their affiliated organizations for an end to all violence and terror against Palestinian and Israeli civilians. b. to end the occupation. c. toward the creation of a socially, economically, geographically, and politically viable and secure Palestinian state, alongside an equally viable and secure Israeli state, both of which have a right to exist. d. To encourage and celebrate efforts by individual Presbyterians, congregations, and judicatories of our church to communicate directly and regularly with Jewish, Christian, and Muslim communities, sponsor programs likely to improve relations among Christians, Jews and Muslims, and engage in peacemaking in the Middle East.
4. The General Assembly "does not believe that the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) should tell a sovereign nation whether it can protect its border or handle matters of national defense. The problem with the security wall in 2004 and presently, is its location." The GA "supports fair criticism of the security wall insofar as it illegally encroaches into the Palestinian territory and fails to follow the legally recognized borders of Israel since 1967 demarcated by the Green Line. To the extent that the security barrier violates Palestinian land that was not part of Israel prior to the 1967 war, the barrier should be dismantled and relocated."
5. "Recognizing that the situation on the ground in the Israel-Palestine area is rapidly changing" The General Assembly "is directed to carefully monitor ongoing developments of the situation in the Middle East and to examine the policies of the [denomination]…in order to make a comprehensive report to the [2008 GA].
6. Instructs the Stated Clerk to communicate this to US officials, Israeli and Palestinian officials, Christian, Jewish, and Muslim bodies "with whom we are in communication." "Comment: The Assembly received twenty-six overtures pertaining to the Middle East. The recommendation is the result of the General Assembly's honest and sincere effort to address the issues and concerns that appeared in the overtures in a comprehensive and concise document."
End of resolution
Jewish Perspectives on the Outcome Jewish Telegraphic Agency. This is the news service used by Jewish newspapers. They have a free daily email service that reaches many people. Their initial news item said the denomination had "distanced itself from its 2004 decision to divest from companies that do business in Israel." The current resolution would "replace the resolution of its last assembly." A longer story on June 19 by Rachel Pomerance headlined "Presbyterian compromise appears to please Israel divestment opponents" reported that "although the resolution does not formally rescind divestment, most took it to mean that the drive toward divestment had been stopped." 7 Quoting one Presbyterian delegate, "the probability that they will recommend any sort of divestment is extremely remote."
However, a pro-Israeli delegate feared that "Israel's detractors will abuse the new resolution for anti-Israeli ends." Another said the issue was a "battle for the soul of the Presbyterian church." One Presbyterian said that "We're going to be able to go back to our Jewish friends feeling pretty good about this, and I think we did justice to our Palestinian friends, too." Pomerance noted that "most seem to be genuinely struggling to 7 Pomerance, Rachel. "Presbyterian compromise appears to please israeli divestment opponents." Jewish Telegraphic Agency, June 19, 2006. make an impact for peace in the complex Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Many want desperately to help Palestinian Christians, whom they believe are oppressed by Israel." A follow up article on June 21 by the same reporter entitled "Church Steps Back from Divestment" said that "Jewish groups were thrilled with the outcome" and, according to one activist, the church no longer has a will "to isolate and demonize the State of Israel." 8 The reporter noted that "the movement to divest from Israel is restless, constantly seeking and finding fertile ground-but so far, at least, ultimately losing in every arena." They described "Orwellian headlines and bad reporting" and reassured readers that the denomination "has no intention of backing down from making a powerful moral judgment about the occupation" and that they "reaffirmed their policy of using economic pressure to help bring an end to Israel's occupation in Gaza, the West Bank and East Jerusalem." They voted "to continue the same process of corporate engagement they started in 2004" and "reaffirmed their opposition to the portions of the wall being built on pre-1967 territory."
JVP noted that while this was a "softening of the divestment language," the resolution also expressed the Presbyterian commitment to ending the occupation in East Jerusalem.
Three Reflective Essays Published by the Jewish Telegraphic Agency
The outlined what it called the Jewish "narrative" and Jewish "memory" and explained why the resolution had produced "extreme responses." It was a well-drafted letter, obviously reaching for mainstream Presbyterian thinking. Given the broad range of perspectives within those twelve organizations, ranging across the theological, political and ideological landscapes, it contained both progressive and non-progressive points, and sections that ranged from conciliatory gestures to reasoned discourse to minimallyconstrained polemics. It is an important document that deserves a full summary:
"As you prepare to represent yourselves…we would like to reiterate our concerns" in a "spirit of candid, respectful, and direct dialogue" addressing "the most contentious issues." In phrases echoing the progressive Christian tradition, the letter noted that "Our scriptures reveal that God created all of us in the divine image-human dignity and equality is [sic] a core value of Jewish and Christian traditions. We are all made less when the value of human life in cheapened in any way. Furthermore, our traditions call upon us to be peacemakers…Peace comes about by our labors to complete the work of creation." They continued: "Any place in which a single human being suffers, we should suffer. There is suffering enough in the land cherished by us all. We are deeply committed to the welfare and security of the Jewish people, both in the State of Israel and around the world. But let us make clear from the outset that the plight of the Palestinians is also in the forefront of our minds. And we know that unless there is peace and security for the Palestinians, there can be no peace and security for Israelis and
Jews." Affirming Presbyterian integrity, they noted that "We know that the Christian concern for the Palestinian people, many of whom are your Christian sisters and brothers, comes from a deep commitment to the alleviation of human suffering."
Then follows a series of arguments for why there is no partner for peace. When the Israelis made a "historic withdrawal" from Gaza, the Palestinians responded by electing a government that "rejects compromise and endorses terrorism as a means to its goal, the eradication of Israel." While there has been Israeli "intransigence" at times, "we do not accept that there is any moral equivalence between those who initiate terrorism and those who take defensive actions to stop it…" The leaders wrote that there is a Jewish "narrative" we want you to understand, that "history and the events of the past are a critical part of our memory and influence the ways we imagine strategy and outcomes for the future." In 1948 Israel accepted a two-state solution but it was rejected;
for nineteen years, Israel was "isolated and boycotted" and subjected to "constant attack;"
The Arab League rejected Israel's right to exist; the Palestinian National Council called for Israel's destruction; Iran's President continues to call for the "total annihilation of the Jewish state;" the Hamas charter rejects Israel's right to exist; textbooks and rhetoric "inculcate negative views of Jews and too often legitimize violence." Since these rejections are the cause of violence, it is reasonable to assume that "even after a resolution of the conflict" the violence will continue. "You can understand why we feel that violence stands as the primary obstacle to peace."
Even though "the mainstream Jewish community and the Ecumenical Protestant community" share "a deep commitment to social and economic justice, human and civil rights, and peace" there is a "negative history." We are "natural allies" in our commitments but "memory also grounds us," a memory that "far too often our Christian sisters and brothers, most particularly some in the mainline Protestant denominations, have remained too silent in the face of this persistent hatred, rejection, and violence aimed at Israeli men, women, and children." We were "startled" that some believe an "economic lever" should be used against Israel. "We believe that this policy undermines peace, promotes extremism, exacerbates conflict, damages the relationship between Jews and Christians" and "is dangerously ill-matched with our passionately shared vision of a peaceful resolution to the conflict. Instead, divestment is a bludgeon that provokes extreme responses from all sides."
The letter ends with five points: 1. Any policy that seems to discriminate against Jews "is fraught with inescapable associations." It polarizes our communities and "provokes such a strong response in Israel and within the Jewish community that constructive Christian involvement becomes less possible." 2. Divestment "focused solely on Israel" seems to "shamefully paint only Israel as a pariah nation." If your policy is not "universally applied" it seems to "smack of discrimination" and implies a "double standard." 3. Divestment is inevitably linked to comparisons with the anti-apartheid movement. The purpose of that movement "was to delegitimize and end the Apartheid regime. It will be impossible to disabuse most Jews…that no such comparison is meant."
4. Divestment "may well undermine willingness by Israelis to imagine peace." While Israel is powerful militarily, "decades of terror and international isolation" have left
Israelis feeling "threatened and isolated." Remember that "the greatest strides by the Israelis have come as the result of international support." 5. Divestment "validates and supports Palestinian intransigence" and gives the impression that "the world will allow
Israel to be destroyed and Palestinian extremist dreams realized."
The final paragraph says that while these issues, have become "divisive," it is time to work for "reconciliation." There are "many meaningful coexistence programs" that can move beyond "the teaching of hate and the resort to violence" Although Presbyterians and Jews "embrace different narratives that bring us to this point, we share unmistakably similar goals-two states, living side by side, in peace and security."
Divestment is a "stumbling block to all we envision collectively. Our prayer is that you permanently remove this obstacle to peace."
A Statement by Presbyterian Officials
The General Assembly, "Knowing their decisions would be interpreted, and misinterpreted in a number of ways," asked the leaders of the denomination, the Instead, this assembly broadened the focus to corporate engagement to ensure that the church's financial investments do not support violence of any kind in the region." The struggle within the assembly was not harmful but was beneficial, a "healthy struggle to discern God's will."
Thoughts on What Happened and Why
What happened at Birmingham is not easily summarized. There were complex dynamics that produced a murky set of outcomes. In a sense, the Rashomon analogy, that there are multiple versions of reality, is not correct. A better analogy is that of the blind 
Divestment, not:
Before the vote, the probability that the church would sell any stocks was small. The two main investment arms of the denomination were opposed and even MRTI had doubts. After the vote, the situation was the same. As the denomination has been saying for over two decades, the goal is corporate engagement. but given the tensions surrounding this issues, and the extent to which the denomination was divided, it was more likely they would seek a middle ground. The center of gravity of the overtures was hostile to the previous vote. Both sides put an incredible amount of energy into the issue over the previous two years. Those Mainstream Jews decided that negotiation and good will were more likely to produce results than such attacks. They began a campaign of quiet dialogue that one described as "among the most difficult we have ever had," and saw ten When Abraham Foxman and others expressed concern that Israel was being treated as "morally equivalent" to lesser states, especially South Africa 25 or when Morton
Klein of the Zionist Organization of America said (in a statement cosigned by a supportive Presbyterian) that, "Israel is a just society and the only democracy in the Middle East," they tapped into another element of how Jews view the world. 26 They see themselves as a people chosen by God to survive and to adhere, at least in their higher hopes, to principles of justice. They see Israel as a moral nation, acting upon principle, with great "restraint," fighting an implacable, often demonical enemy. They believe the
Israeli army practices what they call the "purity of arms," and only uses its weapons when it has no alternative, for defense, and with great concern for human casualties.
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This point was reinforced quite dramatically almost as the Presbyterians were gathering.
When a Palestinian family was blown up on a Gaza beach, Israeli Prime Minister Ehud
Olmert asserted that the Israeli army was the "most moral" army in the world. , 1997) . Ezrahi, a professor at Hebrew University, writes of a "culture war" between those who focus Israeli identity upon the higher principles of the Jewish ethical tradition and those who have an unhealthy focus upon external threat. The ethical model is illustrated by an incident during the first Intifada (1987) (1988) (1989) (1990) (1991) (1992) (1993) when the Israeli army faced an uprising by a population, not armed resistance by military units. The Israeli commander Dan Shomron ordered the army to act "with restraint, self-control, and sensitivity" and "under no circumstances would force be allowed to be used as punishment" (p. 211). Ezrahi says the adoption of rubber and plastic bullets by the military for use against civilians instead of using live ammunition was a significant moral statement, in spite of the fact that in close circumstances such bullets could be lethal. In contrast, he cites a prominent American professor who teaches that "we should imagine ourselves as fighting evil…that we should feel free to hate, that we should accept the pessimistic view of world history as an ongoing war of good and evil" (p. 233). 2006 assembly was that those in the past. In a sense, the denomination, in its body assembled, intentionally or not, reversed course and shifted into an ideological position that was very compatible with right wing thinking in the US and in Israel.
Round three? Once a week, in their services, Presbyterians stand and recite in unison an acknowledgement that they have sinned against God and against their fellow humans.
Their willingness in Birmingham to "acknowledge" that they had "caused hurt" was very much within this tradition. When a Jewish leader said the Jews were "deeply moved" by the resolution, it was a sincere and generous statement but may have over-read the nature of the action. 17, 2006, [42] [43] [44] [45] [46] [47] [48] [49] . The July article reported that "Inside the Pentagon, senior commanders have increasingly challenged the President's plans…" particularly the nuclear option. Hersh quoted an anonymous source as saying, "The system is starting to sense the end of the road, and they don't want to be condemned by history. They want to be able to say, '"We stood up'" (p. 44). The military leadership forced militants in the Pentagon to take the nuclear option off the British historian Tony Judt commented on some of these developments in an article in an Israeli newspaper.
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He argued that Israel is an emotionally "immature" or "adolescent" state that "failed to grow up." The Israeli view of their country as vulnerable, threatened and acting in self-defense against enemies determined to destroy it is accepted in the United States but not in the rest of the world. The "national narrative of macho victimhood" has deprived Israelis of the ability to understand why others commonly compare them "at best to an occupying colonizer, at worst to the South Africa of race laws and Bantustans." Israel once had a "strong suit," that it was "a vulnerable island of democracy and decency in a sea of authoritarianism and cruelty…But democrats don't fence Judt believes that the root of the stridency is two fold. First, because of "the unquestioning support of the United States" Israel has developed a "lazy, ingrained confidence in unconditional American approval" that has enabled it to ignore the untenable and morally unacceptable nature of its occupation of Palestinian land. Second, the American situation is changing dramatically because "the United States has suffered a catastrophic loss of international political influence and an unprecedented degradation of its moral image" throughout the world. Its strategic analysts have realized that being "tied by an umbilical cord to the needs and interests (if that is what they are) of one small Middle Eastern country of very little relevance to America's long-term concerns" is not wise. The United States and Israel have engaged in "a symbiotic embrace whereby the actions of each party exacerbate their common unpopularity abroad." With hostility for the United States soaring, the embrace is one that increasing numbers of Americans no longer consider in their own interest. If Israel is to salvage its security, it must acknowledge that it "no longer has any special claim upon international sympathy or indulgence; that the United States won't always be there; that weapons and walls can no more preserve Israel forever than they preserved the German Democratic Republic or white South Africa; that colonies are always doomed unless you are willing to expel or exterminate the indigenous population."
Conclusions
Presbyterians, in their innocence-and that word has many meanings--wandered in 2004 into this explosive minefield, and found themselves subjected to a barrage of vilification and attacks that were beyond anything they could have imagined. They were caught up in a whirlwind that took the form of ethnic and religious confrontation but in a broader sense had to do with the restructuring of US strategic policy and redefining the Israeli position in the Middle East. The fact that they were two years ahead of an ideological and strategic tsunami caught them off guard and completely unaware. But what is interesting is that they were one of the first to fire a warning shot across the Israeli bow.
History does not change because of resolutions in denominational meetings, but that resolution reflected a wider message, that Israel cannot count upon American support for its occupation forever. The Presbyterian General Assembly backed off from its earlier position, but the reality of world politics has not changed. This is a volatile and dangerous age, and having an American denomination step back does not change that fact. Nor will it change the reality of what is going to happen next year, or the year after that, or after that.
